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The journal Nature demonstrated
two principles of journalism
recently. The first is that theories
about mutant corn plants running
amok can garner a great deal of
attention. The second is that you
can get even more coverage when
you declare that you made a
mistake and shouldn’t have
published the paper in the first
place.
This drama played out over a
paper by researchers at UC
Berkeley, who reportedly found
evidence that genetically modified
corn (maize) was cropping up in a
place it was banned: Mexico.
“First, it was taco shells. Now
native corn grown in remote
mountains of Mexico has been
found contaminated by foreign
DNA introduced through
biotechnology,” the Sacramento
Bee (California) reported in late
November. Ignacio Chapela from
Berkeley told USA Today, “The
probability is high that diversity is
going to be crowded out by these
genetic bullies.”
The Daily Telegraph (London)
wrote: “Scientists are dismayed
by the discovery that some of
Mexico’s native varieties of corn
grown in remote regions have
been contaminated by DNA from
GM varieties.”
The reason for concern was
this: tests of corn appeared to
show signs of genetic material
from a virus commonly used in
gene transfers from one plant to
another. Worse, the tests
suggested that foreign genes were
promiscuously jumping around the
genome of corn.
The notion of a genetic
renegade on the loose sent a
reporter from Reuters to the
southern Mexican town of
Capulalpan, where some locals
were convinced that a monster
was taking over. “Wherever those
kernels fell, off the backs of the
trucks, from bags carried from the
store, the corn would grow,” said
Olga Toro Maldonada, 39, who
cultivates corn in her backyard to
help feed her six children. “It even
grows out of the concrete.”
Area residents used some
curious logic in worrying about the
fate of the foreign corn. They
worried that it would outcompete
the native stock yet even so be
less able to survive. Yet one would
assume that a species well
adapted for this place would
outlast any interloper.
Tests suggested that foreign
genes were promiscuously
jumping around the genome
of corn
Even so, in a year-end story in the
New York Times Magazine last
December, Michael Pollan wrote,
“This year, the idea of genetic
pollution became a reality.” As he
put it, “The country where corn
was probably first domesticated,
Mexico, is today the source of the
crop’s greatest genetic diversity.
Now that diversity could well be
threatened.”
Then, in April, just as the hand-
wringing was reaching a fever
pitch, Nature dropped another
bombshell.
“In a brief editorial in
yesterday’s issue, Nature editor
Philip Campbell wrote that the
journal, ‘has concluded that the
evidence available is not sufficient
to justify the publication of the
original paper,’” reported
Newsday (of New York) and many
other newspapers. Nature took
the extraordinary position of
repudiating the paper, yet
declining to demand that it be
retracted. Instead, it published
two pointed critiques of the work,
including one from Matthew Metz
from the University of Washington
who declared the research, “a
testament to technical
incompetence.”
UC Berkeley scientist Michael
Freeling told Newsday (New York),
“Since [co-author David] Quist
and Chapela published bad
science in Nature, both scientists
and Nature must come absolutely
clean, retract and apologize.
There is no other issue.”
It seems the Berkeley
researchers had used a PCR
technique known to produce false
positives. This technique led the
researchers to conclude that
foreign genes were hop-scotching
around in the corn genome — a
particularly unsettling idea.
According to critics, that
conclusion was not supportable.
Yet the authors maintained in
media interviews that the error did
not refute their basic observation
— that Mexican corn showed
signs of being exposed to viral
genes used in DNA engineering.
“We certainly stand by our
original, main statement, and I
have yet to see anyone challenge
it legitimately,” Chapela told the
Associated Press.
Complicating matters, the
Berkeley scientists had taught the
unreliable PCR technique to
colleagues in Mexico. And, as the
Guardian reported, a Mexican
official announced at a
biodiversity meeting in the Hague
that “the level of contamination
was far worse than initially
reported.” Yet having made that
public announcement, the official
said that to avoid another Nature-
like blunder, “the Mexican
government is having it carefully
reviewed by peers before offering
it for publication in a scientific
journal.”
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Mediawatch: Richard Harris reports on the response to possible
contamination of Mexican corn with material from genetically modified
plants developed in the US.
